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movement of the movable element toward the fixed element,
thereby limiting the forces of an impact applied by the shoul-
der belt to the lower portion of the chest of a vehicle occupant
wearing the disclosed belt system.

7 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets
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1
SHOULDER BELT LATCH LOAD-LIMITING
SYSTEM

TECHNICAL FIELD

The disclosed inventive concept relates generally to seat
belts for vehicle seats. More particularly, the disclosed inven-
tion relates to a system for limiting the load on the lower
portion of a vehicle occupant’s chest during an impact event
while wearing a three-point seat belt.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Automotive vehicles incorporate a variety of restraint sys-
tems to provide for the safety of vehicle occupants. For
example, it is known in the vehicle art to provide various types
of'seat belts or restraint systems for restraining an occupant in
his or her seat and providing controlled deceleration of por-
tions of the body to limit the forces applied to the occupant’s
body during rapid deceleration of a vehicle from a cause such
as a collision. Various types of seat belts and restraint systems
have been used in automobiles, trucks, and other vehicles and
are commonly known today.

Known seat belt systems typically used in commercially
available production vehicles are three-point restraint sys-
tems with a lap belt and a shoulder belt extending over one
shoulder of the occupant and connecting with the lap belt. The
lap belts are anchored at one end, to the seat or to the vehicle
body at a point adjacent the seat. The shoulder belts are
connected at one end to the vehicle or to the seat and at the
other end to the lap belt or lap belt buckle mechanism.

A challenge faced by designers of known seat belt systems
is to provide a load limiter. Limiting the load on the seat
occupant may be a desirable approach to reducing injury. To
this end systems for limiting the load on the upper portion of
the shoulder belt and thus on the upper portion of the vehicle
occupant’s chest are known and are incorporated into a seat
belt retractor or in the structure to which the seat belt retractor
is mounted. According to known approaches, the shoulder
belt load limiter-fitted retractor is typically mounted above
and behind the occupant’s shoulder. Such systems have dem-
onstrated a reduction of load on the upper portion of the
wearer’s chest in an impact event.

However, during an impact event such known systems are
not particularly effective at limiting the load on the lower
portion of the seat belt, or, more importantly, to the lower
portion of the seated occupants chest, where, in general, the
lower portion of the shoulder belt meets the latch plate and,
either in addition or in the alternative, the lap belt. This is
because during the impact event the friction between the
shoulder belt and the upper torso greatly reduces the effect of
load-limiting on the lower torso. It may be too that lower chest
shoulder belt forces actually contribute to chest deflection.

An alternative to the known arrangement is to make the lap
belt anchor or lap belt buckle attachment itself load-limiting.
While tending to reduce the lower torso-applied loads, this
arrangement may also allow more pelvis excursion which
would tend to raise the loads applied to the lower torso.

As in so many areas of vehicle technology there is always
room for improvement related to the use and operation of
vehicle seat belt systems.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The disclosed inventive concept provides a seat and seat
belt arrangement for a vehicle that provides additional ben-
efits compared to known load limiting systems. The disclosed
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2

inventive concept includes a vehicle floor, a seat attached to
the floor, and a latch assembly that includes a deformable
element. A latch plate assembly anchor or buckle assembly is
attached to either the floor or to the seat.

A shoulder belt is attached to the latch assembly. The
shoulder belt is operatively associated with the deformable
element. A lap belt is also attached to the latch assembly.

According to one embodiment of the disclosed inventive
concept, the latch assembly includes a latch plate. The shoul-
der belt is attached to the latch plate at an attachment point.
The attachment point includes the deformable element.
According to this embodiment of the disclosed inventive con-
cept, the deformable element may be a deformable pin fitted
to the latch plate, an insert fitted to the latch plate, or a material
that is softer than the adjacent material.

According to another embodiment of the disclosed inven-
tive concept the latch assembly includes a movable element
and a fixed element. The movable element is movable relative
to the fixed element. Disposed between the movable and fixed
elements is a deformable element which, when deformed,
allows movement of the movable element toward the fixed
element. In this embodiment the shoulder belt and the lap belt
are a single belt, a portion of which loops at least partially
around the movable element.

The above advantages and other advantages and features
will be readily apparent from the following detailed descrip-
tion of the preferred embodiments when taken in connection
with the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a more complete understanding of this invention, ref-
erence should now be made to the embodiments illustrated in
greater detail in the accompanying drawings and described
below by way of examples of the invention wherein:

FIG. 1 illustrates a diagrammatic side view of an occupant
positioned in a vehicle seat with the primary forces acting on
the occupant during an impact event;

FIG. 2 illustrates a front view of an occupant positioned in
avehicle seat and wearing a seat belt system according to the
disclosed inventive concept;

FIG. 3 is a view of a first embodiment of a latch plate
having a deformable pin according to the disclosed inventive
concept;

FIG. 4 is a view of a second embodiment of a latch plate
having an area of deformable material according to the dis-
closed inventive concept;

FIG. 5 is a view of a third embodiment of a latch plate
having a deformable insert according to the disclosed inven-
tive concept;

FIG. 6 is a view of a seat belt system incorporating an
energy absorbing element shown before an impact event; and

FIG. 7 is a view of the seat belt system of FIG. 6 incorpo-
rating an energy absorbing element shown after an impact
event.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

In the following figures, the same reference numerals will
be used to refer to the same components. In the following
description, various operating parameters and components
are described for different constructed embodiments. These
specific parameters and components are included as
examples and are not meant to be limiting.

During an impact event the seated occupant of a vehicle
seat experiences several forces. The primary forces acting on
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the seat occupant during an impact event are illustrated in
FIG. 1 in which a diagrammatic side view of the occupant is
shown. The occupant “O” is seated in a vehicle seat 10 wear-
ing a shoulder belt webbing 12. In a typical front impact, as
the vehicle is slowed or stoped, the occupant “O” continues to
move forward due to his own momentum as illustrated by the
three forward pointing arrows “FM.”

Meanwhile, assuming the occupant “O” is wearing the
factory-provided 3-point seat belt during the impact, a variety
of loads are experienced, including a shoulder belt load
“SBL,” alap beltload “LLBL,” and a seat reaction load “SRL,”
and a floor pan load “FPL.” The SBL can be further separated
into upper “U-SBL,” middle “M-SBL,” and lower “L-SBL”
shoulder belt loads. Known load limiters incorporated into
the shoulder belt retractor provide some relief to these loads,
but mostly to the U-SBL. This happens because, as is known,
friction between the occupant’s chest and the shoulder belt
reduces the effectiveness of these load-limiters on the occu-
pant’s lower chest. In fact, studies reveal that lower chest
shoulder belt forces actually may contribute to chest deflec-
tion.

In general, the disclosed invention provides a method and
apparatus for limiting the load on the lower portion of a
vehicle seat occupant’s chest during an impact event while
wearing a 3-point seat belt. The disclosed inventive concept
overcomes the issue of some known 3-point seat belt load
limiting systems in which the friction between the belt and the
occupant’s chest reduces the effectiveness of load limiting at
the lower chest in the area where the lower portion of the
shoulder belt meets the latch plate or the lap belt or both.

By providing a load-limiter on the shoulder belt side of the
lap-shoulder belt junction as disclosed the limitations of
known load limiting systems for seat belts are overcome,
thereby achieving enhanced load limiting of the lower chest.
Particularly, the disclosed inventive concept allows the occu-
pant’s lower chest to experience lower force from the shoul-
der belt and allows the lap belt to firmly hold the occupant’s
chest, thus demonstrating no increased pelvis displacement
and no decreased pelvis load.

The disclosed inventive concept is expressed in two
embodiments. The first embodiment, the “dual retractor” sys-
tem, is illustrated in FIGS. 2 through 5 and is discussed in
relation thereto. The second embodiment, the “single retrac-
tor” system, is illustrated in FIGS. 6 and 7 and is discussed in
relation thereto.

Referring to FIG. 2, a front view of an occupant “O”
positioned in the vehicle seat 10 is illustrated. The occupant
“0” is wearing a 3-point seat belt that comprises the shoulder
belt webbing 12, a lap belt webbing 16, and a buckle 18
anchored to either the vehicle floor or to the vehicle seat by a
stalk 20. The shoulder belt webbing 12 is attached at one end
to a first retractor 22 that is anchored to an adjacent interior
surface of the vehicle or to the vehicle seat 10. The other end
of the shoulder belt webbing 12 is attached to a latch plate
assembly 24.

The lap belt webbing 16 is attached at one end to a second
retractor 26 that is anchored to either the vehicle floor or to the
seat 10 as is known in the art. The other end of the lap belt
webbing 16 is attached to the latch plate assembly 24.

The placements and configurations of the buckle 18, the
stalk 20, the first retractor 22, and the second retractor 26
shown in FIGS. 2 through 5 are set forth for illustrative
purposes only and are not intended as being limiting. Varia-
tions in the placement and configuration of these components
may be made without deviating from the spirit and scope of
the disclosed inventive concept.
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According to the embodiment shown in FIGS. 2 through 5
and discussed in relation thereto, the latch plate assembly 24
includes a latch plate 28 to which one end of the shoulder belt
webbing 12 and one end of the lap belt webbing 16 are
attached. Three variations of the latch plate 28 are set forth
below. These variations share in common a deformable com-
ponent that provides the latch plate assembly 24 with a load
limiting capacity to thereby provide the advantages to the
seated occupant as discussed above.

The first variation of the latch plate of the disclosed inven-
tive concept is illustrated in FIG. 3. As disclosed therein, the
latch plate 28 includes a body 30 having a tongue 32 in which
alatch opening 34 is formed. The latch opening 34 is provided
to receive the latching mechanism of the buckle 18 as is
known in the art.

An arcuate loop or webbing guide 36 is defined in the body
30 ofthe latch plate 28. Both the shoulder belt webbing 12 and
the lap belt webbing 16 are attached to the arcuate loop 36.

The shoulder belt webbing 12 is attached to or passes over
a deformable pin 38 which deforms if a certain force is
applied thereto by the seated occupant in an impact event. The
deformable pin 38 is fitted into a cut out area 40 formed in a
wall of the arcuate loop 36.

The deformable pin 38 may be composed of a relatively
deformable material. This material is preferably a ductile
material such as aluminum, copper or lead although it is to be
understood that other materials may be used for this purpose.
By “relatively deformable” it is meant that the deformable pin
38 is more readily deformed than the adjacent material of the
body 30.

The second variation of the latch plate of the disclosed
inventive concept is illustrated in FIG. 4. A latch plate 28' is
illustrated and a body 30" having a tongue 32' in which a latch
opening 34' is formed. An arcuate loop or webbing guide 36'
is defined in the body 30'. Both the shoulder belt webbing 12
and the lap belt webbing 16 are attached to the arcuate loop
36'.

The shoulder belt webbing 12 is attached to or passes over
a deformable region 42 of the body 30'. The deformable
region 42 deforms if a certain force is applied thereto by the
seated occupant in an impact event. The deformable region 42
is integrally formed with the body 30" and is composed of a
relatively deformable material, preferably a ductile metal
such as aluminum, copper or lead. As with the deformable pin
38 described above, by “relatively deformable” it is meant
that the deformable region 42 is more readily deformed than
the adjacent material of the body 30'.

The third variation of the latch plate of the disclosed inven-
tive concept is illustrated in FIG. 5. A latch plate 28" is
illustrated and a body 30" having atongue 32" in which alatch
opening 34" is formed. An arcuate loop or webbing guide 36"
is defined in the body 30". Both the shoulder belt webbing 12
and the lap belt webbing 16 are attached to the arcuate loop
36".

The shoulder belt webbing 12 is attached to or passes over
a deformable insert 44 of the body 30". The deformable
region 44 deforms if a certain force is applied thereto by the
seated occupant in an impact event. The deformable insert 44
is fitted into a cut out area 46 formed in a wall of the arcuate
loop 36" and is composed of a relatively deformable material,
preferably a ductile metal such as aluminum, copper or lead.
As with the deformable pin 38 and the deformable region 42
described above, by “relatively deformable” it is meant that
the deformable insert 44 is more readily deformed than the
adjacent material of the body 30".

While the first embodiment of the disclosed inventive con-
cept is set forth in FIGS. 2 through 5 and is discussed in
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relation thereto, the second embodiment of the disclosed
inventive concept, the “single retractor” system, is illustrated
in FIGS. 6 and 7.

With reference to FIG. 6, a single retractor system incor-
porating an energy absorbing element is shown before an
impact event. Particularly, a locking mechanism 50 is illus-
trated. A combination shoulder and lap belt webbing 52 is
provided and includes a shoulder belt portion 54 and a lap belt
portion 56. A latch belt 58 is provided for engagement with a
buckle conventionally provided. The latch belt 58 is anchored
to the locking mechanism by an anchoring device such as an
anchoring pin 60.

The locking mechanism includes a first fixed pin 62, a
locking cam 64, a cam stop 65, and a second fixed pin 66. A
movable pin 68 is provided adjacent the third fixed pin 66.
The combination shoulder and lap belt webbing 52 is wound
partially around the first fixed pin 62, the locking cam 64, and
the movable pin 68. The combination shoulder and lap belt
webbing 52 rides along the second fixed pin 66.

Connecting the movable pin 68 and the second fixed pin 66
is a deformable element 70. The deformable element 70 may
be composed of any deformable material such as a ductile
metal.

The locking cam 64 is an optional feature that may be
replaced by a third fixed pin. If replaced by a third fixed pin
(not shown) then the antagonistic forces from the shoulder
and lap belt webbing 52 could be enough to initiate deforma-
tion. However, when provided, the locking cam 64 functions
to lock the shoulder and lap belt webbing 52 in place in an
impact event prior to deformation of the deformable element
70.

In its pre-deformed position as illustrated in FIG. 6, the
movable pin 68 is spaced apart from the second fixed pin 66.
However, if an impact event is experienced, the locking cam
64 is caused to rotate on its pivot point in the direction of the
arrow shown in FIG. 7. In such a situation, a portion of the
webbing 52 is captured and locked between the locking cam
64 and the cam stop 65. The deformable element 70 thereafter
yields to the force placed upon the shoulder belt portion 54 of
the combination shoulder and lap belt webbing 52 by the
movement of the occupant. However, this load is limited due
to the deformation of the deformable element 70 as shown in
FIG. 7. In such an event the load placed on the occupant’s
lower chest would accordingly be limited.

The disclosed invention as set forth above overcomes the
challenges faced by known load limiting seat belt systems by
either eliminating or significantly reducing the load placed on
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the lower chest area of an occupant in an impact event. How-
ever, one skilled in the art will readily recognize from such
discussion, and from the accompanying drawings and claims
that various changes, modifications and variations can be
made therein without departing from the true spirit and fair
scope of the invention as defined by the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A seat and seat belt arrangement for a vehicle compris-
ing:

a vehicle floor;

a seat attached to said floor;

a latch assembly including a latch plate, said plate includ-

ing a deformable pin;

a shoulder belt attached to said latch assembly and associ-
ated with said pin;

alap belt attached to said latch plate at an attachment point;
and

alatch plate anchor to which said latch assembly releasably
attaches.

2. The seat and seat belt arrangement of claim 1 wherein
said deformable element is composed of a material that is
softer than adjacent material.

3. The seat and seat belt arrangement of claim 1 wherein
said deformable element is an insert fitted to said latch plate.

4. A seat belt arrangement for a vehicle comprising:

a latch assembly including a latch plate, said plate includ-
ing a deformable pin;

a shoulder belt attached to said latch plate at an attachment
point, said attachment point including said pin;

a lap belt attached to said latch assembly; and

alatch plate anchor to which said latch assembly releasably
attaches.

5. The seat belt arrangement of claim 4 wherein said
deformable element is composed of a material that is softer
than adjacent material.

6. The seat belt arrangement of claim 4 wherein said
deformable element is an insert fitted to said latch plate.

7. A load limiter for a seat belt arrangement for a vehicle,
the arrangement including a shoulder belt, a lap belt, and a
belt anchor, the load limiter comprising:

alatch to which the shoulder and lap belts are attached, said
latch including a latch plate;

a deformable element operatively associated with the
shoulder belt, said deformable element being a deform-
able pin, said deformable pin being attached to said latch
plate.



